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THE ISSUE  
According to the most recent estimates, 20% of children in the United States—
almost 14 million children—face hunger and food insecurity (Rabbitt et al., 
2024). Food assistance programs, including the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants and Children (WIC), provide critical supports to families 
struggling with food insecurity. SNAP is our nation’s second-largest anti-
poverty program for children (after the Earned Income Tax Credit) and the most 
important program for reducing deep child poverty (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine, 2019). 

SNAP and WIC are two examples of cost-saving programs that pay future 
dividends by improving participants’ short- and long-term outcomes and 
providing benefits to society at large (Farr et al., 2024). Research has shown that 
access to these food assistance programs is associated with improved child 
cognitive development and academic achievement (Jackson, 2015) and 
translates into lasting effects on human capital, health, economic self-
sufficiency, and overall well-being (Bailey et al., 2024).  

THE EVIDENCE 

ECONOMIC AND CONCRETE SUPPORTS & CHILD WELFARE INVOLVEMENT  
The central role of economic hardship as a driver of child welfare system involvement underscores the importance of 
addressing the concrete needs of families and promoting economic stability (Casanueva et al., 2024; Conrad-Hiebner 
& Byram, 2020). In addition to income poverty, material hardship is a consistent predictor of child protective services 
(CPS) contact, above and beyond family characteristics (Thomas & Waldfogel, 2022). Yang (2015) found that 
caregivers experiencing material hardships—generally defined as difficulty paying for necessities such as food, 
medical care, housing, or utilities—are more likely to become involved with CPS.  

Other research has found that communities experiencing higher food insecurity have higher child maltreatment 
reporting rates and, over time, increases in food insecurity within communities have a particularly strong association 
with child maltreatment reporting rates in small rural and urban areas (Kim et al., 2022). Moreover, families who 
experience economic shocks, such as an unexpected job loss, are strongly associated with an elevated risk for child 
welfare system involvement, and receipt of public benefits effectively buffers against risk of maltreatment (Cai, 2022).  
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A large body of evidence demonstrates the positive effects of an array of economic and concrete supports (ECS) as 
protective factors in reducing family risk for child maltreatment, involvement with CPS, foster care placement, and 
significant injury or death due to maltreatment (Forston et al., 2016; Cusick et al., 2024). This evidence spans 
macroeconomic supports (tax credits, minimum wage, paid family leave, unemployment benefits), concrete supports 
(childcare, housing, and health care), and public assistance programs (Medicaid, CHIP, TANF, SNAP, WIC) (APHSA & 
Chapin Hall ECS Policy Tool, 2023). 

FOOD ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS & CHILD WELFARE INVOLVEMENT  
As demonstrated by the research cited below, policies that increase access to SNAP and WIC are associated with 
improved child safety and reduced risk for child welfare system involvement.  

 Johnson-Motoyama et al. (2022) found that states that implemented more policies to expand access to SNAP1 
experienced large reductions in CPS reports accepted for investigation (reduction of 352 reports per 100,000 
children) and reductions in CPS and foster care caseloads between 2004 and 2016. States that adopted policy 
options to expand access to SNAP had lower rates of CPS and foster care outcomes for all forms of child 
maltreatment and specifically for neglect. 

 Austin et al. (2023) found that states that adopted both policies to expand SNAP eligibility under broad-based 
categorical eligibility—increasing the income limit for eligibility and eliminating the asset test—were associated 
with decreases in the number of CPS-investigated reports between 2006 and 2019 (on average, 9.3 fewer 
investigated reports per 1,000 children each year).  

 Lee & Mackey-Bilaver (2007) found that children from low-income families who participated in SNAP or WIC, 
jointly or alone, had lower rates of substantiated maltreatment reports, compared to children from low-income 
families who did not participate in either program. 

 Piña et al. (2024) found states’ implementation of policies expanding SNAP eligibility from 2005 to 2019 was 
associated with reduced rates of reported and substantiated maltreatment for children under age 3. 

CONCLUSION 
Food assistance programs play a critical role in safeguarding child well-being by reducing economic hardship and 
assisting families struggling with food insecurity. Research shows that participating in food assistance programs, such 
as SNAP and WIC, is associated with lower risk for child welfare system involvement. These findings underscore the 
importance of food assistance programs to promote child safety and family stability.  
 

For additional resources on the relationship between economic and concrete supports and child safety, 
see: A Key Connection: Economic Stability and Family Well-being – Chapin Hall 

 

 

 
1 This included policies that: (1) increase the gross income limit for applicants under broad-based categorical eligibility (BBCE), (2) exclude legally obligated 
child support payments from the payer’s total income, (3) provide transitional SNAP benefits to families leaving TANF or state-funded cash assistance 
programs, and (4) use the simplified reporting option, which reduced requirements for reporting changes in household circumstances.  
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Statement of Independence 
Chapin Hall is an independent policy research center that provides public and private decision-makers with 
rigorous research and achievable solutions to support them in improving the lives of children, families, and 
communities. We partner with policymakers, practitioners, and philanthropists to construct actionable 
information, practical tools, and, ultimately, positive change for families. Chapin Hall's areas of research include 
child welfare systems, community capacity to support children and families, and youth homelessness. Learn 
more about the principles that drive our work in our Statement of Independence.  

For more information about Chapin Hall, visit www.chapinhall.org or @Chapin_Hall or regarding this policy 
bulletin: 

Contact Information 
Clare Anderson     Yasmin Grewal-Kök 
Senior Policy Fellow    Policy Fellow 
canderson@chapinhall.org   ygrewalkok@chapinhall.org  

Recommended Citation 
Barr, A., Grewal- Kök, Y., Cusick, G., & Anderson, C. (2025). Child safety and access to food assistance programs. 
Chapin Hall.  

REFERENCES 

American Public Human Services Association (APHSA) & Chapin Hall. (2023). Evidence to impact: State policy options 
to increase access to economic & concrete supports as a child welfare prevention strategy. 
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Chapin-Hall_APHSA_Evidence-to-Impact_June-2023.pdf  

Austin, A. E., Shanahan, M. E., Frank, M., Naumann, R. B., Reyes, H. L. M., Corbie, G., & Ammerman, A. S. (2023). 
Association of state expansion of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program eligibility with rates of Child 
Protective Services–investigated reports. JAMA Pediatrics, e225348. 
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2022.5348  

Bailey, M. J., Hoynes, H., Rossin-Slater, M., & Walker, R. (2024). Is the social safety net a long-term investment? Large-
scale evidence from the food stamps program. The Review of Economic Studies, 91(3), 1291–1330. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/restud/rdad063 

Cai, J. Y. (2022). Economic instability and child maltreatment risk: Evidence from state administrative data. Child Abuse 
& Neglect, 130, 105213. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2021.105213  

Casanueva, C., Montgomery Armstrong, J., Kluckman, M., Larrabee, H. M., Dolan, M., & Ringeisen, H. (2024). NSCAW II 
baseline report (2017-2022): Introduction to NSCAW II (OPRE Report No. 2024-024). Office of Planning, 
Research & Evaluation, Administration for Children & Families, U.S. Department of Health & Human Services. 
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/nscaw-iii-baseline-report-2017-2022-introduction-nscaw-iii  

Conrad-Hiebner, A., & Byram, E. (2020). The temporal impact of economic insecurity on child maltreatment: A 
systematic review. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 21(1), 157–178. https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838018756122  

Cusick, G., Gaul-Stout, J., Kakuyama-Villaber, R., Wilks, O., Grewal-Kök, Y., & Anderson, C. A. (2024). Systematic review 
of economic and concrete support to prevent child maltreatment. Societies, 14, 173. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/soc14090173  



 Chapin Hall Policy Brief | Chapinhall.org   4 

Farr, A., Lou, C., & Sumiko Daly, H. (2024). How do children and society benefit from public investments in children. 
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/how-do-children-and-society-benefit-public-investments-
children  

Forston, B. L, Klevens, J., Merrick, M., Gibert, L. K., & Alexander, S. P. (2016). Preventing child abuse and neglect: A 
technical package for policy, norm, and programmatic activities. Centers for Disease Control & Prevention. 
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/can-prevention-technical-package.pdf 

Jackson, M. I. (2015). Early childhood WIC participation, cognitive development and academic achievement. Social 
Science & Medicine, 126, 145–153. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.12.018  

Johnson-Motoyama, M., Ginther, D. K., Oslund, P., Jorgenson, L., Chung, Y., Phillips, R., Beer, O. W. J., Davis, S., & 
Sattler, P. L. (2022). Association between state Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program policies, child 
protective services involvement, and foster care in the US, 2004-2016. JAMA Network Open, 5(7):e2221509. 

Kim, H., Gundersen, C., & Windsor, L. (2022). Community food insecurity predicts child maltreatment report rates 
across Illinois zip codes, 2011-2018. Annals of Epidemiology, 73, 30–37. 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9844240/pdf/nihms-1863109.pdf  

Lee, B. J., & Mackey-Bilaver, L. (2007). Effects of WIC and food stamp program participation on child outcomes. 
Children & Youth Services Review, 29(4), 501–517. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.10.005   

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, & Medicine. (2019). A roadmap to reducing child poverty. National 
Academies Press. https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/25246/a-roadmap-to-reducing-child-poverty 

Piña, G., Moore, K., Mihalec-Adkins, B., Darling, K., Abdi, F., & Liehr, A. (2024). State policy levers for reducing early 
childhood maltreatment: The importance of family planning and economic support policies. Child 
Maltreatment. doi: 10.1177/10775595241267236 

Rabbitt, M. P., Reed-Jones, M., Hales, L. J., & Burke, M. P. (2024). Household food security in the United States in 2023. 
(Report No. ERR-337). U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. 
https://ers.usda.gov/sites/default/files/_laserfiche/publications/109896/ERR-337.pdf?v=57410  

Thomas, M. M., & Waldfogel, J. (2022). What kind of “poverty” predicts CPS contact: Income, material hardship, and 
differences among racialized groups. Children & Youth Services Review, 136, 106400. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2022.106400 

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service (USDA). (2025a). Food and security nutrition assistance. 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/ag-and-food-statistics-charting-the-essentials/food-security-and-
nutrition-assistance  

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service (USDA). (2025b). WIC data tables. 
https://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/wic-program   

Yang, M.-Y. (2015). The effect of material hardship on child protective service involvement. Child Abuse & Neglect, 41, 
113–125. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2014.05.009   

 


